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A Briefing for Briefing:
C h a rle s  W illia m s ' D e sc e n t  In to  H e ll a n d
D oris  L essing 's  B rie fing  F or a  D escen t in to  H ell
by Ellen Cronan Rose
FOR YEARS I h a v e  th o u g h t  i t  odd t h a t  no one h a s  e v e r  p u b ­
l i c l y  com pared  D o r is  L e s s i n g 's  B r ie f in g  F o r a  D e sc e n t 
I n to  H e ll  t o  C h a r le s  W i l l i a m s ' D e s c e n t I n to  H e l l .  Who c o u ld  
r e s i s t  t h e  t a n t a l i z i n g  c lu e s  o f  t h e  ech o e d  t i t l e ,  t h e  m ale  
p r o t a g o n i s t  ( h e r  f i r s t )  w hose f i r s t  name i s  C h a r le s  and  l a s t  
i n i t i a l  W, a  C am bridge  don w hose p e r s o n a l  m a g n e tism , 
a t t e s t e d  t o  b y  R osem ary B a in e s ,  i s  a s  i r r e s i s t i b l e  and  i n e x ­
p l i c a b l e  a s  was C h a r le s  W i l l i a m s ' f o r  h i s  O x fo rd  c o l ­
l e a g u e s ? 1
D e te rm in e d  t o  f o l lo w  t h e s e  c l u e s  w h ere  t h e y  m ig h t l e a d ,
I r e c e n t l y  r e - r e a d  b o th  b o o k s and  d i s c o v e r e d  why no o n e  h ad  
th o u g h t  t o  com pare  th em . S u p e r f i c i a l l y  t h e y  a r e  u t t e r l y  
d i s s i m i l a r .  W il l i a m s ' t a l e  h a s  t o  do w i th  a  d o p p e lg a n g e r ,  a  
s u c c u b u s , an d  a  r e v e n a n t .  I t s  h e r o  i s  a  C h r i s t i a n  p o e t ,  
o b v io u s ly  m o d e lle d  on  T . S . E l i o t — o r  p e r h a p s  W ill ia m s  h im ­
s e l f — who p ro p o u n d s  a  d o c t r i n e  o f  " s u b s t i t u t e d  lo v e "  w h ich  
r e s t a t e s  t h e  o r th o d o x  C h r i s t i a n  dogmas o f  i n c a r n a t i o n  and  
a to n e m e n t .  L e s s i n g 's  " i n n e r  s p a c e  f i c t i o n "  d e r i v e s ,  i t  
w ould  seem , fro m  K in g s le y  H a l l  r a t h e r  th a n  C a n te rb u r y ;  h e r  
dogm as a r e  o f  t h e  P h i l a d e l p h i a  A s s o c i a t i o n  r a t h e r  th a n  o f  
t h e  H o ly  C a th o l i c  C h u rc h . L e s s i n g 's  B r ie f in g  n e i t h e r  
r e f a s h i o n s  W i l l i a m s ' p l o t  n o r  r e i n c a r n a t e s  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s .  
The s i m i l a r i t i e s  o f  t i t l e  m u st b e  a c c i d e n t a l .
B ut no  one  who nam ed t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  a  f iv e -v o lu m e  
b ild u n g sro m a n  M a rth a  Q u e s t c a n  b e  s u s p e c te d  o f  c a s u a l  nam­
in g .  And M a rth a , who " r e a d  l i k e  a  b i r d  c o l l e c t i n g  tw ig s  f o r  
a  n e s t , " 2 e x e m p l i f ie s  L e s s i n g 's  own s c a v e n g in g  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
t o  b o o k s . " T h e re  i s  o n ly  o n e  way t o  r e a d , "  a n n o u n c e s  L e s ­
s i n g ,  "w h ich  i s  t o  b ro w se  i n  l i b r a r i e s  an d  b o o k sh o p s , p i c k ­
in g  up b o o k s  t h a t  a t t r a c t  y o u , r e a d in g  o n ly  t h o s e ,  d ro p p in g  
them  when th e y  b o r e  y o u , s k ip p in g  t h e  p a r t s  t h a t  d r a g . . . .
The book  w h ich  b o r e s  y o u  when y o u  a r e  tw e n ty  o r  t h i r t y  w i l l  
op en  d o o rs  f o r  you  when y o u  a r e  f o r t y  o r  f i f t y . " 3 * F i f t y -  
y e a r - o ld  M a rth a  f i l l e d  l a u n d r y  b a s k e t s  w i th  b o o k s  fro m  
Jimmy W ood 's " p o t t e d  l i b r a r y "  o f  " R o s ic r u c ia n is m  and  t h e  
a l c h e m i s t s ;  B u d d h is t  b o o k s  a n d  t h e  d o z e n  o r  so  v a r i e t i e s  o f
1 He was a man, a c c o r d in g  t o  R. J .  R e i l l y ,  who "seem s to
have im p r essed  h i s  f r ie n d s  i n  a way n o t  r e a l l y  s u s c e p t ib l e
o f  a n a ly s i s ."  R om an tic  R e l ig io n :  A S tu d y  o f  B a r f i e l d ,
L e w is r W il l ia m s ,  and T o lk ie n  (A th en s: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  G eorg ia  
P r e s s ,  1 9 7 1 ) , 1 4 9 . S im i la r ly ,  f o r  Rosemary B a in e s , C h a r le s  
W atkins' l e c t u r e  "was a c a t a l y s t ,  to u c h e d  a s p r in g ,  som e­
th in g  l i k e  t h a t . . . .  I t  i s  hard  in d e e d  t o  d e f in e  i t . "  D o r is  
L e s s in g ,  B r ie f in g  F or a D e sc e n t I n to  H e l l  (New York: A lf r e d  
A. K nopf, 1 9 7 1 ) , 173 .
2 D o rrs L e s s in g ,  M artha Q u e s t  (1952; r p t .  London: P a n th er  
B ook s, 1 9 6 6 ) , 22 0 .
3 D o r is  L e s s in g ,  "On th e  G olden  N oteb ook ,"  P a r t i s a n  
R e v ie w  4 0 :1  (W in ter , 1 9 7 3 ) , 2 6 .
Y oga__ Z o r o a s t r i a n i s m  an d  e s o t e r i c  C h r i s t i a n i t y ;  t r a c t s  on
t h e  I C h in g ; Z en , w i t c h c r a f t ,  m a g ic , a s t r o l o g y  an d  v a m p ir ­
ism ; s c h o l a r l y  t r e a t i s e s  on  S u f is m ; t h e  w o rk s o f  t h e  C h r i s ­
t i a n  m y s t i c s . " 4 F o l lo w in g  L e s s i n g 's  a d v i c e ,  sh e  "w en t 
th r o u g h  t h a t  p r o c e s s  o f  r i p p i n g  t h e  h e a r t ,  t h e  p i t h ,  o u t  o f  
a  s u b j e c t ,  when s h e  w as r e a d y  f o r  t h a t  s u b j e c t "  an d  
" e m e rg e d "  w i th  t h e  c o n c lu s io n  t h a t  " a l l  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  
f a i t h s ,  o r  s e t s  o f  i d e a s ,  w ere  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  sam e p r o ­
c e s s e s ,  t h e  sam e p s y c h o l o g ic a l  t r u t h s .  S he was r e a d in g  d i f ­
f e r e n t  l a n g u a g e s ,  o r  d i a l e c t s ,  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  sam e t h i n g .  
T h is  was t r u e  o f  a l l  o f  them  fro m  t h e  poem s o f  S t .  J o h n  o f  
t h e  C ro ss  t o  s t a t e s  o f  m ind d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  U p a n is h a d s "
{The F o u r-G a ted . C i ty ,  p .  4 8 8 ) .
I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  l a u n d r y  b a s k e t  w h ich  p ro d u c e d  B r ie f ­
in g  F o r a  D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  c o n ta in e d  C h a r le s  W il l ia m s  a s  
w e l l  a s  R. D. L a in g ,  e s o t e r i c  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a s  w e l l  a s  s c i e n c e  
f i c t i o n .  T he q u e s t io n  o f  l i t e r a r y  i n d e b te d n e s s  i s  c o m p l i ­
c a t e d  b y  L e s s i n g 's  mode o f  a c q u i r i n g  f a c t s .  C o m p e lled  by  
h e r  own n e e d s  an d  v i s i o n ,  s h e  m u st r e a d  a s  M a rth a  d o e s ,  
" t a k i n g  a  f ra g m e n t  h e r e  and  a  s e n t e n c e  t h e r e ,  an d  [ b u i ld i n g ]  
them  i n t o  h e r  m in d ."  L ik e  M a r th a , sh e  h a s  " i n  f a c t "  n o t  
r e a d  an y  a u t h o r ,  " i f  r e a d i n g  m eans t o  t a k e  fro m  an  a u th o r  
w h at h e  i n t e n d s  t o  c o n v e y ." 5 B ut i n  nam ing  h e r  boo k  B r ie f ­
in g  F o r a  D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  an d  i t s  h e r o  C h a r le s  W a tk in s , 
L e s s in g  w a s , I  b e l i e v e ,  a c k n o w le d g in g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  a f f i n i t y  
b e tw e e n  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  t h a t  b r o u g h t  h e r  t o  r e a d  W il l ia m s  and  
w h at s h e  fo u n d  i n  D e s c e n t I n to  H e l l .
H ow ever s l e n d e r  my j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  r e a d in g  L e s s i n g 's  
B r ie f in g  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  W i l l i a m s ' D e s c e n t may b e ,  I  h a v e  
fo u n d  h i s  boo k  i n v a l u a b l e  i n  a t t e m p t in g  t o  c o r r a l  t h a t  
m a v e r ic k  o f  t h e  L e s s in g  c a n o n . D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  f u n c t i o n s  
i n  a  r e a d in g  o f  B r ie f in g  much i n  t h e  way t h a t ,  a c c o r d in g  t o  
R o b e r t  S c h o le s ,  t h e  t i t l e s  o f  c e r t a i n  c o n te m p o ra ry  n o v e l s  
f u n c t i o n .  W r i t in g  o f  T he L im e T w ig  and  T he U n ic o m , S c h o le s  
s a y s ,  " I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  b o th  t h e s e  w o rk s , i n  t h e i r  t i t l e s  
e n c o u ra g e  i d e a t i o n  b y  n am ing  o b j e c t s  w h ic h  do n o t  a p p e a r  i n  
t h e  n a r r a t i v e s .  T h e re  i s  no  l im e  tw ig  i n  H a w k e s 's  s t o r y  and  
no  u n ic o r n  i n  I r i s  M u rd o c h 's .  B o th  im ag es  o f f e r  u s  c o n c e p ts
D o r is  L e s s in g ,  The F o u r-G a te d  C i t y  (New York: A lf r e d  A. 
K nopf, 1 9 6 9 ) , 4 8 6 .
M artha Q u e s t ,  22 0 .
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t h a t  h e lp  t o  o r g a n iz e  o u r  p e r c e p t io n s  i n t o  a p p r o p r i a t e  
s t r u c t u r e s . " 6 S i m i l a r l y ,  L e s s in g 's  t i t l e  e n c o u ra g e s  i d e a ­
t i o n .  D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll o r g a n iz e s  o u r  p e r c e p t io n  o f  B r ie f ­
in g . I t  p r o v id e s  a  r e f e r e n t i a l  c o n te x t  f o r  d e f in in g  th e  
form  o r  g e n re  t o  w hich  L e s s in g 's  s t r a n g e  book b e lo n g s .  More 
im p o r ta n t ,  i t  a n a to m iz e s  t h e  th e m a t ic  c o n c e rn s  w hich  a r e  
embedded i n  L e s s in g 's  n a r r a t i v e .  And f i n a l l y ,  i t  s u g g e s ts  a 
way o f  d e f in in g  L e s s in g 's  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  R om antic  t r a d i t i o n  
t o  w hich  C h a r le s  W illia m s  b e lo n g s .
M ost r e a d e r s ,  com ing t o  B r ie fin g  e i t h e r  from  The G olden  
n o te b o o k  ( t h e  one L e ss in g  n o v e l e v e ry o n e  h a s  r e a d )  o r  from  
The F o u r-G a ted  C ity , i t s  im m ed ia te  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  p r e d e c e s ­
s o r ,  f i n d  i t  b i z a r r e ,  u n t y p i c a l .  N ot o n ly  i s  i t s  p r o ta g o ­
n i s t  n o t  th e  f a m i l i a r  L e ss in g  woman, f r e e  o r  y e a rn in g  t o  be  
f r e e ,  h e  i s  h a r d ly  a  " c h a r a c t e r "  i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  b e in g  b o th  
f u l l y  d im e n s io n a l  and p a r t i c u l a r .  He i s  anonymous and 
homonymous, S in b a d  th e  S a i l o r ,  J a s o n ,  O d y sse u s , Jo n a h , Nan­
c y 's  C h a r l i e ,  and  B e n ito  C e re n o . As s e v e r a l  c r i t i c s  hav e  
n o te d ,  h i s  a d v e n tu re s  a r e  p s y c h ic  r a t h e r  th a n  s o c i a l ,  f o l ­
lo w in g  a  p a rad ig m  d e s c r ib e d  by  R. D. L a in g  i n  The P o l i t i c s  o f  
E x p e r ie n c e . 7 The r e a d e r  e x p e c t in g  a  n o v e l  comes away from  
B r ie fin g  a s  b a f f l e d  a s  t h e  members o f  W il l ia m s ' B a t t l e  H i l l  
d r a m a tic  s o c i e t y ,  who c a n n o t com prehend P e t e r  S ta n h o p e 's  
l a t e s t  p la y :
To b e g in  w ith , i t  had no t i t l e  beyond A P a s to ­
r a l .  That was u n s a t i s f a c t o r y .  Then th e  p lo t  
was in c r e d ib ly  l o o s e .  I t  was o f  no p a r t ic u la r  
tim e and no p a r t ic u la r  p la c e ,  and t o  any c u l ­
tu red  l i s t e n e r  i t  seemed t o  have l i t t l e  b i t s  o f  
e v e r y th in g  and everybody p u t in  a t  odd moments.
The v e r s e  was u n doubted ly  S ta n h o p e 's  own, o f  h i s  
l a t e s t ,  m ost h e ig h te n e d , and m ost ep igram m atic  
s t y l e ,  b u t now and th en  a l l  k in d s o f  r e m in isc e n ­
c e s  moved in  i t .  O n c e . . . t h e  word p a s t i c h e  
f lo a te d  through Mrs. P a rry ' s  m ind. 8
P e te r  S ta n h o p e , how ev er, i s  w e l l  aw are o f  t h e  g e n re  t o  w hich  
h i s  p la y  b e lo n g s .  I t  i s  a  rom ance, i n  t h e  s t y l e  o f  S h ake­
s p e a r e 's  l a s t  p l a y s ,  a s  h i s  t i t l e ,  c a s t  o f  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and 
num erous r e f e r e n c e s  t o  C ym b elin e  and The T em p est make 
c l e a r . 9
In  f a c t ,  D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll i s  a  rom ance w i th in  a 
rom ance, S ta n h o p e 's  p la y  b e in g  an emblem o f  W il l ia m s ' f i c ­
t i o n .  I f  P a u l in e  A n s t r u t h e r 's  name ev o k es S t .  P a u l ,  i t  d o es 
so  by way o f  P a u l in a  i n  A W in te r 's  T a le . D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll 
i s  compounded o f  th o s e  e le m e n t N o r th ro p  F ry e  f i n d s  c h a r a c ­
t e r i s t i c  o f  rom ance. The " g re e n  w o r ld " 10 o f  t h e  p a s t o r a l  i s  
th e  s e t t i n g  b o th  o f  S ta n h o p e 's  p la y  and W il l ia m s ' f i c t i o n ,  
whose p l o t — d i r e c t e d  by  P a u l i n e 's  f l i g h t  from  h e r  d o p p e l-  
g a n g e r , W e n tw o rth 's  d e s c e n t  i n t o  s o l ip s i s m ,  M rs. A n s tru ­
t h e r ' s  jo u rn e y  to w a rd  d e a th  and e t e r n i t y — i s  a  v a r i a t i o n  o f  
t h e  ro m a n tic  q u e s t .  L ik e  S h a k e s p e a r e 's  ro m an ces , i t s  them e 
i s  re d e m p tio n . As P a u l in e  v a g u e ly  s e n s e s ,  S ta n h o p e 's  p la y  
i s  o n ly  a  " d r e s s  r e h e a r s a l "  (D e s c e n t, p .  151) f o r  th e  p la y  
o f  l i f e ,  h e r  l i f e  w hich  i s  W il l ia m s ' f i c t i o n .
The r e a d in e s s  o f  t h e  v a r io u s  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  
i n  W il l ia m s ' rom ance o f  re d e m p tio n  i s  i n d i c a t e d  by  t h e i r  
r e s p o n s e  t o  S ta n h o p e 's  P a s to r a l. M rs. P a r ry  who " h e s i t a t e s "  
o v e r  w hat t o  c a l l  i t ,  f i n a l l y  s e t t l e s  f o r  " i d y l l i c "  (p . 1 3 ) . 
Naming i t s  ty p e ,  sh e  d is m is s e s  i t s  p o s s i b l e  r e le v a n c e  to  
l i f e .  Becoming i t s  im p re s a r io ,  sh e  a s s ig n s  h e r s e l f  t o  t h e  
w ings o f  t h e  rom ance o f  l i f e .  A d e la  H u n t, who p la y s  th e  
P r in c e s s  i n  S ta n h o p e 's  p l a y ,  c a n n o t l e a r n  h e r  l i n e s ,  i s  
" c o n t in u a l ly  t r y i n g ,  and c o n t in u a l ly  f a i l i n g  to  l e a r n ,  th e  
p a r t  t h a t  r e p e a te d  t o  h e r  a  m uddle o f  w ords a b o u t p e r c e p t io n  
and lo v e "  (p . 2 0 2 ) . H er i n t e r e s t  in  t h e  p la y  a s  a  v e h ic l e
5 R obert S c h o le s , The F a b u la to r s  (New York: O xford U ni­
v e r s i t y  P r e s s , 1 9 6 7 ) , 111.
7S ee  Paul S c h lu e te r , The N o v e ls  o f  D o r is  L e s s in g  (Car- 
b o n d a le , 1 1 1 .:  Southern  I l l i n o i s  U n iv e r s ity  P r e s s , 1 9 7 3 ), 
123, who c r e d i t s  L o is  M archino x .h f i r s t  n o tin g  th e  p a r a l­
l e l s  betw een B r ie f in g  and The P u r i t i e s  o f  E x p e r ie n c e . See  
a ls o  D ou g lass B o l l in g ,  " S tru ctu re  and Theme in  B r ie f in g  For 
a D escen t I n to  H e l l ,"  C ontem porary L i t e r a tu r e  14:4  (Autumn,
1 9 7 3 ), 556.
8 C h arles W illia m s , D escen t I n to  H e ll  (1937; r p t .  Grand 
R apids, M ich .: W illiam  B. Eerdmans P u b lish in g  Company,
1 9 7 0 ), 151.
9 Stanhope renames P a u lin e  A n stru th er , who i s  t o  p la y  th e  
Chorus, " P e r ie l,"  a portm anteau o f  A r ie l  and P e r d ita .
10 Northrop F ry e , Anatomy o f  C r i t i c i s m  (1957; r p t .  P r in c e ­
to n : P r in c e to n  U n iv e r s ity  P r e s s , 1 9 7 1 ) , 182.
f o r  h e r  t a l e n t s  p r e v e n t s  h e r  from  p e r c e iv in g  i t s  m ean in g ; 
s h e  c a n n o t move i n  t h e  c a d e n c e s  o f  S ta n h o p e 's  v e r s e ,  b u t  
" a r r a n g e [ s ]  w ho le  g ro u p s  o f  w ords i n  c h u n k s , i r r e s p e c t i v e  o f  
l i n e  and m ean in g , b u t  a c c o rd in g  t o  h e r  own v iew s o f  t h e  emo­
t i o n a l  q u a l i t y  t o  b e  s t r e s s e d "  (p . 9 2 ) .  Bound by s e l f ,  she  
i s  u n p u rg ed  by th e  c a t h a r t i c  a c t i o n  o f  th e  rom ance.
Even m ore rem oved from  re d e m p tio n  i s  L aw rence W entw orth , 
w hose f a t a l  ego ism  c o r r u p t s  h i s  s c h o l a r l y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  
t r u t h .  H is  d e s c e n t  i n t o  a  h e l l  o f  i s o l a t i o n  from  h i s  f e l lo w  
men i s  a c c e l e r a t e d  when h e  a l lo w s  th e  i n a c c u r a t e  co s tu m e s o f  
t h e  G rand D u k e 's  g u a rd  t o  p a s s .  D ism is s in g  t h e  p r o d u c t io n  
o f  S ta n h o p e 's  p la y  a s  u n im p o r ta n t ,  h e  d e c l a r e s  h i s  h u b r i s  
and s e a l s  h i s  doom.
M a rg a re t A n s t r u th e r ,  who ca n  d i s t i n g u i s h  p o e t r y  from  
m ere e l o c u t io n  (p .  5 6 ) ,  h a s  b e e n  redeem ed  b e f o r e  t h e  a c t i o n  
o f  W il l ia m s ' rom ance b e g in s .  She a d v i s e s  h e r  n i e c e  P a u l in e ,  
"Ask P e t e r  S ta n h o p e  t o  t e l l  you how t o  r e a d  v e r s e "  (p . 5 7 ) ,  
and  i t  i s  P a u l i n e 's  o p e n n e s s  t o  t h e  m y s te ry  and b e a u ty  o f  
S ta n h o p e 's  p l a y  t h a t  m ark h e r  a s  t h e  Q u e s to r .  H er p e r f o r ­
m ance i n  t h e  p la y  becom es a  m e ta p h o r  f o r  h e r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  
in  l i f e :  "S h e  a c t e d ,  and h e r  a c t i n g  was r e a l i t y "  (p . 1 8 1 ) .
L ik e  S h a k e s p e a r e 's  ro m a n c e s , W il l ia m s ' f i c t i o n  r e - e n a c t s  
t h e  m yth o f  Eden and m a n 's  f a l l .  T h e re  a r e  two e n d in g s ,  
P a u l i n e 's  re d e m p tio n  th ro u g h  lo v e  and W e n tw o rth 's  d am n a tio n  
th ro u g h  s e l f - l o v e .  F ry e  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t h e  ro m a n t ic  p l o t  a s  
d i a l e c t i c a l  (A natom y o f  C r it ic is m , p .  1 8 7 ) , d e te rm in e d  b y  a  
c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  t h e  h e ro  and  h i s  a n t a g o n i s t .  M o reo v e r, t h e  
te rm s  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t  a r e  s i m p l i f i e d .  F u n d a m e n ta lly , i t  i s  
b e tw een  good and  e v i l .  Thus c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  i n  rom ance i s  
t h i n ,  u n s u b t l e .  C h a ra c te r s  i n  a  rom ance a r e ,  s a y s  F ry e , 
" l i k e  b la c k  and  w h ite  p i e c e s  i n  a  c h e s s  game" (A natom y o f  
C r it ic is m , p .  1 9 5 ) . The l i n e s  o f  b a t t l e  a r e  c l e a r l y  draw n 
i n  W il l ia m s ' f i c t i o n .  The "g o o d " c h a r a c t e r s  a l l  h a v e  " t h e i r  
m o ra l o p p o s i t e s  c o n f r o n t in g "  them  (A natom y o f  C r i t ic is m ,  p .  
1 9 5 ): S ta n h o p e  w r e s t l e s  w ith  L i ly  Sam m ile (who becom es g en ­
e r a l i z e d  i n t o  L i l i t h  midway th ro u g h  t h e  book) f o r  P a u l i n e 's  
a l l e g i a n c e ;  W entw orth t h e  bad  h i s t o r i a n  i s  c o n t r a s t e d  to  
A s to n  M o ffa t t h e  goo d . P a u l i n e 's  d o p p e lg a n g e r  i s  g o o d ,
A d e la  H u n t 's — t h e  su c c u b u s  who comes a t  W e n tw o r th 's  w h i s t l e  
— i s  c l e a r l y  e v i l .  Even v i s i o n s  h av e  t h e i r  o p p o s i t e s :  M ar­
g a r e t  A n s t r u t h e r 's  dream  m o u n ta in  (p . 72) i s  a  t r u e  im age o f  
Eden; Law rence W e n tw o rth 's  im ag in ed  wood a  f a l s e  o n e , a s  
W il l ia m s ' u s e  o f  t h e  c o n d i t i o n a l  m akes c l e a r :  "He m ig h t be  
back  a g a in  i n  E den, and  sh e  [ th e  su c c u b u s]  b e  Eve" ( p .  8 5 ) .
I f  F ry e  i s  c o r r e c t  i n  l o c a t i n g  t h e  " e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  
b e tw een  n o v e l and r o m a n c e . . . i n  t h e  c o n c e p t o f  c h a r a c t e r i z a ­
t i o n "  w hereby  t h e  ro m an ce r "d o e s  n o t  a t te m p t  t o  c r e a t e  ' r e a l  
p e o p le ' so  much a s  s t y l i z e d  f i g u r e s  w h ich  expand  i n t o  p sy c h ­
o l o g i c a l  a r c h e ty p e s "  (A natom y o f  C r i t ic is m , p .  3 0 4 ) , th e n  by 
t h a t  c r i t e r i o n  a lo n e ,  B r ie fin g  fo r  a  D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll — l i k e  
W il l ia m s ' D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll and  P e t e r  S ta n h o p e 's  P a s to r a l— 
i s  a  rom an ce . B ut i t  s h a r e s  w ith  them  o th e r  a p p u r te n a n c e s  
o f  t h e  rom an ce . C h a r le s  W a tk in s ' a d v e n tu r e s  a r e  a  p s y c h ic  
q u e s t ,  w hat D ou g lass  B o l l in g  h a s  c a l l e d  " th e  a r c h e ty p a l  
voyage i n t o  t h e  c o re  o f  h i s  b e i n g . " 11 T h is  q u e s t  t a k e s  p l a c e  
a t  t h e  h a l l u c i n a t o r y  l e v e l  a s  an a c t u a l  v o y a g e , a t  t h e  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a s  a  r e t u r n  t o  p r im a l  im ages and m y th s , among 
them  th e  m yth o f  E d e n .12
S u rro u n d in g  and co m p e tin g  o v e r  C h a r le s  W atk in s a r e  p a i r s  
o f  c h a r a c t e r s ,  good and b a d , w h i te  and b la c k :  D r. Y and  D r. 
X, F e l i c i t y  and V i o l e t .  Som etim es t h e  p a i r i n g  o f  o p p o s i t e s  
c u t s  th ro u g h  a  d i f f e r e n t  d im e n s io n , a s  when th e  r e a l  and 
l i v i n g  M ile s  Bovey c o n t r a d i c t s  t h e  dead  h e ro  o f  W a tk in s ' 
f a n t a s y ,  o r  t h e  d e v o te d  w ife  and m o th e r who i s  t h e  r e a l  F e l ­
i c i t y  i s  mocked by t h e  maenad o f  W a tk in s ' d ream s.
W il l ia m s ' rom ance i s  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  t h e  r e d e m p tiv e  pow er 
o f  f a c t  and th e  c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  f a c t  and i l l u s i o n .  The 
f a c t s  a r e  One and th e y  a r e  many; t h e  c e n t r a l  F a c t  i n  t h i s  
C h r i s t i a n  t a l e  i s  t h e  m u tu a l in te rd e p e n d e n c e  o f  a l l  men, 
w hat W illia m s  c a l l s  " c o - i n h e r e n c e . " 13 We a r e  o u r  b r o t h e r ' s  
k e e p e r  b e c a u s e  we a re  o u r  b r o t h e r ,  th ro u g h  o u r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  
i n  t h e  l i f e  o f  C h r i s t ,  a c r o s s  t im e  and s p a c e .  Thus " th e  
p a s t  i s  i n  t h e  web o f  l i f e "  (D e s c e n t, p .  77) e q u a l ly  w ith  
th e  p r e s e n t  and B a t t l e  H i l l  i s  a  p a l im p s e s t  o f  a l l  th e  l i v e s  
t h a t  h av e  e v e r  b een  l i v e d  t h e r e ,  from  p r e h i s t o r y  th ro u g h  th e  
Wars o f  t h e  R o se s , t o  th e  n e a r  p a s t  when t h e  workman whose
11 B o l l in g ,  op . c i t . ,  553 .
12 As B o l l in g  n o te s ,  o p . c i t . ,  559.
13 See C h a rles A. H u ttar , "C harles W illia m s , N o v e l i s t  and 
P rop h et,"  The Gordon R eview  .10:2 (W inter, 1 9 6 7 ) , 51 -75  fo r  a 
c o n c is e  in tr o d u c t io n  t o  W illia m s' th e o lo g y .
11
g h o s t h a u n ts  th e  p a g e s  o f  D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll co m m itted  s u i ­
c id e  in  th e  h o u se  w h ere L aw rence W entw orth  now l i v e s .
W entw orth  r e f u s e s  to  ack n o w led g e t h i s  F a c t: h e  "h ad  
n e v e r  ack n o w led g ed  th e  u n ity "  (p . 7 6 ) . A h i s t o r i a n ,  h e  h a s  
no s e n s e  o f  th e  l iv in g  p a s t ,  b e c a u s e  h e  w i l l  n o t p a r t i c ip a t e  
in  th e  com m unal web o f  th e  p r e s e n t . H is  b lin d n e s s  to  F a c t 
i s  an n o u n ced  b y  h i s  c a r e le s s n e s s  a b o u t f a c t s .  He d i s t o r t s  
and m a n ip u la te s  f a c t s  in  o rd e r  to  j u s t i f y  h i s  own c o n c lu ­
s io n s , th u s  dam ning h im s e lf  a s  a  s c h o la r  and  p a ra d ig m in g  h is  
d a m n a tio n  a s  a  hum an s o u l.
As W entw orth  i s  w il l in g  to  a d ju s t  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s  to  
j u s t i f y  h is  own th e s e s , so  h e  tu r n s  aw ay from  th e  f a c t s  
a b o u t h i s  r e la t io n s h ip  to  A d e la  H u n t— t h a t  sh e  i s  y o u n g , 
s h a llo w , v a in , an d  in c r e a s in g ly  a t t r a c t e d  to  young Hugh 
P r e s c o t t— an d  in v e n ts  a  p h a n ta sm . P r e f e r r in g  th e  f a l s e  
A d e la , h is  su c c u b u s , to  th e  r e a l ,  h e  r e t r e a t s  ev en  f u r th e r  
from  f a c t s  and h i s  n e ig h b o rs . In  th e  sy s te m  o f  m y th ic  c o r ­
re sp o n d e n c e s  w h ich  u n d e r l ie s  W illia m s ' n a r r a t i v e ,  "h e  had  
g o t r i g h t  aw ay fro m  th e  ro a d  w h ich  w as th e  sh a p e  o f  th e  Adam 
o u ts tr e tc h e d  in  th e  s le e p  p re c e d e n t to  th e  c r e a t io n  o f  f a c t ,  
th e  s e p a ra tio n  o f  E den , th e  m aking o f  th in g s  o th e r  th a n  th e  
s e l f "  (p . 8 9 ) . W entw orth  c h o o se s L i l i t h  in  p re fe re n c e  to  
Eve and  le a v e s  E den f o r  G om orrah
As W e n tw o rth 's  c a v a l ie r  a t t i t u d e  to w a rd  f a c t s  d e f in e s  
h is  a t t i t u d e  to w a rd  th e  c e n t r a l  F a c t , so  d o e s P a u l in e 's  
l i te r a l- m in d e d n e s s  p r e d ic t  h e r  s a lv a t io n . She re c o g n iz e s  
L ily  Sam m ile f o r  L i l i t h  and  h e r  h u t f o r  G om orrah , " th e  oppo­
s i t e  o f  h o ly  f a c t ,  and  th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n  o f  s a c re d  lo v e "
(p . 2 0 3 ) , and  r e f u te s  h e r  te m p tre s s  w ith  a  s im p le  q u e s tio n , 
"How c o u ld  I w ant a n y th in g  b u t w h at i s ? "  (p . 2 0 8 ).
In  C h a p te r V I, P e te r  S ta n h o p e  ex p o u n d s to  P a u lin e  th e  
d o c tr in e  o f  s u b s t i tu te d  lo v e , a n o th e r  s ta te m e n t o f  th e  c e n ­
t r a l  F a c t o f  c o - in h e re n c e . I f  we a r e  a l l  one in  C h r is t , 
th e n  we c an  l i t e r a l l y  an d  in  f a c t  b e a r  e a c h  o th e r s ' b u rd e n s . 
S ta n h o p e  can  assum e P a u l in e 's  b u rd e n  o f  f e a r ,  th u s  f r e e in g  
h e r  n o t , a s  sh e  n a iv e ly  s u p p o s e s , from  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  
m e e tin g  h e r  d o p p e lg a n g e r, b u t o f  th e  d re a d  o f  m e e tin g  i t :
"And i f  I  s e e  i t  a f t e r  a l l? "  sh e  a sk ed .
"But n o t  ' a f t e r  a l l ' , "  h e  s a id .  "The f a c t  
rem a in s— b u t s e e  how d i f f e r e n t  a  f a c t ,  i f  i t  
c a n ' t  be dread ed ! " (p . 100)
A ll f a c t s  a r e  im p o rta n t b e c a u s e  o f  th e  c e n t r a l  F a c t, w h ich  
m o d ifie s  a l l  f a c t s .  The f a c t  o f  d re a d  can  b e  s e p a ra te d  from  
th e  f a c t  o f  th e  d o p p e lg a n g e r 's  a p p e a ra n c e  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  
F a c t o f  s u b s t i t u t io n .
C h a rle s  W atk in s h a s  a  v i s io n , in  th e  c e n te r  o f  h i s  p s y ­
c h ic  q u e s t , o f  th e  n a tu r e  o f  r e a l i t y ,  a  v is io n  w hose im ag es 
u n c a n n ily  ech o  W illia m s '. A tte m p tin g  to  a r t i c u l a t e  h i s  own 
id e a  o f  c o - in h e re n c e , W atk in s f i r s t  th in k s  o f  h im s e lf  and 
h is  co m rad es a s  " f a c e te d "  to g e th e r  in  th e  " in n e r  s t r u c tu r e "  
o f  th e  C r y s ta l, th e  m y s te r io u s  UFO w h ich  sw eeps in  and  o u t 
o f  h is  dream  a d v e n tu re  (p . 1 0 6 ). T hey a r e  th e n  " f i s h e s  in  a  
s c h o o l, c e l l s  in  honeycom b, f la m e s  in  f i r e "  a s  h e  c o n tin u e s  
to  g ro p e  f o r  th e  a p p r o p r ia te  m e ta p h o r. F in a l ly  h e  f in d s  i t  
in  W illia m s ' w eb, " t h i s  s p in  o f  f u s io n  l i k e  a  web w hose 
e v e ry  s tr a n d  i s  l in k e d  and  v ib r a te s  w ith  e v e ry  o th e r "  (p . 
1 0 7 ). W a tk in s ' v is io n  i s  o f  "m o tes o r  m ite s  o f  h u m a n ity "
( p . 109) e n c lo s e d  in  a  sh im m erin g  web o f  e c o lo g ic a l r e l a ­
t io n s h ip , a  v is io n  no l e s s  m y s tic a l th a n  an y  C h r i s t i a n 's .
The w h o le n e ss and  in te rd e p e n d e n c e  o f  a l l  l iv in g  th in g s — t h i s  
i s  W a tk in s ' v is io n  o f  r e a l i t y .  M an 's tr a g e d y  l i e s  in  h is  
i n a b i l i t y  to  p e r c e iv e  t h i s  c e n t r a l  F a c t t h a t  " I . . .a m  n o t I ,  
b u t p a r t  o f  a  w h o le com posed o f  o th e r  hum an b e in g s  a s  th e y  
a r e  o f  m e" (p . 1 2 0 ).
In  th e  b r i e f in g ,  w h ich  i s  th e  c e n t r a l  e p is o d e  in  L e ss ­
i n g 's  in n e r  sp a c e  f i c t i o n ,  M erck U ry c o n f id e n tly  p r e d ic ts  
t h a t  "a n  a b i l i t y  to  s e e  th in g s  a s  th e y  a r e ,  in  t h e i r  m u lt i ­
f a r io u s  r e l a t i o n s — in  o th e r  w o rd s, T ru th —w il l  b e  p a r t  o f  
h u m a n ity 's  new , s o o n - to -b e -d e v e lo p e d  eq u ip m e n t"  (p . 1 4 3 ). 
C h a rle s  W a tk in s , who i d e n t i f i e s  h im s e lf  w ith  a l l  s e a  v o y ­
a g e r s , h i s t o r i c  and  m y th ic , s e e s  th in g s  a s  th e y  a r e . H ar­
a s s e d  by  th e  d o c to r s  who w an t him  to  m ake d i s t i n c t io n s  
b e tw een  f a c t  an d  f a n ta s y , b io g ra p h y  an d  ro m an ce , m em ory and 
im a g in a tio n , W atk in s w o n d e rs, "Why do you  sa y  O r? A nd  i s
m ore l i k e  i t __ _ I t  i s n 't  e i t h e r  o r  a t  a l l ,  i t ' s  a n d , a n d ,
a n d , a n d , a n d , an d " (p . 1 6 5 ).
P e te r  S ta n h o p e  i n s i s t s  t h a t  h e  and  P a u lin e  a r e  one " in  
th e  p la c e  o f  th e  O m n ip o ten ce" (D e s c e n t, p . 1 0 2 ). C h a rle s  
W atk in s s a y s , " I  th in k  I  am my f r i e n d s . And th e y  a r e — in  
th e  name o f  th e  C r y s ta l . Y es. A u n i t .  U n ity ."  (B r ie f ­
in g ,, p . 1 7 1 ).
B ut w h ile  P e te r  S ta n h o p e  i s  th e  m o st r e s p e c te d  in h a b i­
t a n t  o f  B a tt le  H i l l ,  p o o r C h a rle s  W atk in s i s  lo c k e d  up  in  
th e  lo o n y  b in . In  W illia m s ' ro m an ce , a l l  f a c t s  c o r ro b o ra te  
th e  c e n t r a l  F a c t o f  c o - in h e re n c e . In  L e s s in g 's , W a tk in s ' 
v is io n  o f  th e  U n ity  i s  d ia g n o s e d  a s  p s y c h o tic . The w o rld  o f  
f a c t s  d o e s n o t r e l a t e  to  th e  c e n t r a l  F a c t o f  th e  U n ity ; i t  
o p p o se s i t .  T h in g s a r e  s e e n , n o t a s  p a r t  o f  a  w h o le , b u t a s  
" f ra g m e n ts "  ( p . 128) o r  " f a c e ts  and  one a t  a  tim e "  (p . 1 4 2 ). 
S o c ie ty , r e p re s e n te d  b y  D o c to rs  X and  Y, i n s i s t e s  on " d iv id ­
in g  o f f ,  c o m p a rtm e n tin g , p ig e o n -h o lin g "  (p . 1 4 2 ).
F o r P e te r  S ta n h o p e , w ords a r e  m e a n in g fu l, j u s t  a s  f a c t s  
a r e  u n a v o id a b le  and  in e x t r ic a b ly  bound to  th e  c e n t r a l  F a c t. 
R esp o n d in g  to  a  d e b u ta n te 's  g u sh in g  announcem en t t h a t  
" N a tu r e 's  so  t e r r i b l y  g o o d . D o n 't you th in k  s o , M r. S ta n ­
h o p e?"  P e te r  r e p l i e s ,
"Y es, M iss F ox. You do mean ' t e r r ib ly '? "
"Why, c e r t a in ly ,"  M iss Fox s a id .  " T e r r ib ly  
— d r e a d f u l ly — v e r y ."
"Y es,"  Stanhope s a id  a g a in . "Very. O nly—  
you m ust f o r g iv e  me; i t  com es from d o in g  so  much 
w r i t in g ,  b u t  when I  sa y  ' t e r r i b l y '  I  th in k  I  
mean ' f u l l  o f  t e r r o r ' .  A d r e a d fu l g o o d n e ss ."  (p . 16)
T h is  p h r a s e , " a  t e r r i b l e  g o o d ,"  ru n s  th ro u g h  D e s c e n t I n to  
H e ll , th e  w ords f u l l  o f  m ean in g , y e t  m ean ing  p r e c is e ly  co n ­
t r o l l e d  b y  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  a s  w o rd s. T hus S ta n h o p e  re m in d s 
P a u lin e ,
"The s u b s ta n t iv e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  g o v ern s th e  
a d j e c t iv e ;  n o t  th e  o th e r  way round ."
"The s u b s ta n t iv e ? "  P a u lin e  ask ed  b la n k ly .
"Good. I t  c o n ta in s  t e r r o r ,  n o t  t e r r o r  
g o o d ."  (p . 65)
J u s t  a s  th e r e  a r e  th e  e q u iv a le n t f a c t s  o f  th e  d o p p e lg a n g e r 
and P a u l in e 's  f e a r ,  so  th e r e  a r e  e q u iv a le n tly  r e a l  m ean in g s 
f o r  " t e r r i b l e "  an d  " g o o d ."  B ut th e  fra g m e n ts  a r e  r e la te d  by  
th e  gram m ar o f  th e  c e n t r a l  F a c t.
In  B r ie f in g ,  th e r e  i s  th e  L ogos an d  th e r e  a r e  w o rd s , and 
th e y  a r e  n o t r e l a t e d .  F o r i f  th e  w o rld  w as c r e a te d  " w ith  a  
w ord" (p . 1 3 0 ), i t  w as th r e a te n e d  b y  th e  "M a ste r o f  W ords" 
(p . 1 3 4 ), who i s  a ls o  th e  "God o f  T h ie v e s "  (p . 133) in  L e ss­
i n g 's  p a n m y th o s, M ercu ry  and  S a ta n . The E lio ta n  r e f r a i n ,  " I  
g o t ta  u s e  w ords when I  t a l k  to  y o u " (p . 1 2 3 ), ja n g le s  
th ro u g h  W a tk in s ' c o n s c io u s n e s s , a s  a  sum m ary e x p re s s io n  o f  
h i s  i n a b i l i t y  to  com m unicate th e  r e a l i t y  o f  h is  p e r c e p tio n s  
to  h e a r e r s  who w i l l  t h e i r  own d e a fn e s s . T he w o rld  o f  
B r ie f in g  i s  a n t ic ip a te d  by  M a rth a  in  T he F o u r-G a ted  C ity .
[S o c ie ty ]  i s  an organ ism  w hich above a l l  i s  
u n ab le  t o  t h i n k . . . .  A nythin g  new , w heth er h o s ­
t i l e  o r  h e l p f u l ,  m ust be stu n n ed  i n t o  im m obil­
i t y  o r  a t  l e a s t  wrapped around w ith  p o iso n  o r  a 
c lo u d  o f  d i s t o r t i n g  c o l o u r . . . .  The p r o c e s s  i s  
a c c o m p lish e d , in  t h i s  s o c i e t y ,  through  w ord s.
(p . 430)
By a  p e rv e r s e  p r o c e s s , w ords come to  d e f in e  r e a l i t y .
How i s  th e  p a t i e n t  C h a rle s  W atk in s to  know w h ich  i s  r e a l  
l i f e , w h ich  h is  f a n ta s y ?  " Y o u 'll h a v e  to  ta k e  my w ord to r  
i t ,  I 'm  a f r a id ,"  th e  d o c to r  t e l l s  h im :
" I f  I  d id  h ave t o ,  I ' d  b e  a f r a id ,"  W atkins 
a n sw e rs . "I c a n ' t  ta k e  words f o r  a n y th in g .
Words come o u t  o f  your mouth and f a l l  on th e  
f l o o r .  Words in  exchange fo r ?  I s  t h a t  i t ?
Your dreams o r  you r l i f e .  But i t  i s  n o t  o r ,  
t h a t  i s  th e  p o in t .  I t  i s  an a n d . E v e ry th in g  
i s .  Your dreams and  your l i f e . "  (pp . 167-68)
B ecau se  w ords d is t in g u is h  b e tw een  e i t h e r  an d  o r ,  th e y  a r e  
l i e s .  So in  h e r  own v o ic e , L e ss in g  h a s  d o u b te d  th e  v e r a c i ty
1 4 So M artha, in  The F o u r-G a ted  C i t y ,  33 , r e f l e c t s  th a t  
" o n e 's  daytim e b r a in  was s l o t t e d ,  com partm ented, p ig e o n ­
h o le d ."
15The q u o ta t io n  in  c o n te x t  r e i t e r a t e s  th e  c o n f l i c t  
b etw een  " e ith e r /o r "  and "and" w hich  c h a r a c t e r iz e s  W atkins' 
r e l a t i o n  t o  th e  sa n e  s o c i e t y :
When y o u 'r e  a lo n e  l i k e  h e  was a lo n e  
Y ou're e i t h e r  o r  n e ith e r  
I t e l l  you  a g a in  i t  d o n 't  ap p ly  
D eath o r  l i f e  o r  l i f e  o r  d eath  
D eath  i s  l i f e  and l i f e  i s  d eath  
I  g o t t a  u se  words when I  t a lk  t o  yo u .
T. S . E l i o t ,  "Fragment o f  an
Agon," from Sw eeney A g o n i s t e s .
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o f  w o rd s . L o o k in g  a t  a  c o m p le te d  f i c t i o n ,  s h e  s a y s ,  t h e  
w r i t e r  m u st b e  d i s s a t i s f i e d :
How l i t t l e  I  h a v e  m anaged t o  s a y  o f  t h e  t r u t h ,  
how l i t t l e  I  h a v e  c a u g h t  o f  a l l  t h a t  c o m p le x i ty ;  
how c a n  t h i s  s m a l l  n e a t  t h i n g  b e  t r u e  when w h a t 
I  e x p e r ie n c e d  was so  ro u g h  an d  a p p a r e n t l y  fo rm ­
l e s s  an d  u n sh a p e d . ("On th e  G o ld en  N o te b o o k ,"  p .  21)
I  h a v e  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  fo rm  o f  D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  i s  a  
rom ance w i t h i n  a  ro m a n c e . In  t h o s e  t e r m s ,  B r ie f in g  f o r  a  
D e sc e n t I n to  H e ll  c a n  b e  s a i d  t o  b e  a  rom an ce  w i t h i n  an  
a n t i - r o m a n c e .  The e le m e n ts  o f  ro m an ce  e n u m e ra te d  by  F ry e  
an d  e x e m p l i f ie d  i n  b o th  S t a n h o p e 's  p l a y  an d  W i l l i a m s ' f i c ­
t i o n  a r e  a l l  p r e s e n t  i n  C h a r le s  W a tk in s ' f a n t a s y .  B ut w h i le  
t h e  r o m a n t ic  e le m e n ts  o f  S t a n h o p e 's  p l a y  a r e  ec h o e d  an d  mag­
n i f i e d  i n  W i l l i a m s ' f i c t i o n ,  w h ich  p l a c e s  an d  ju d g e s  i t s  
c h a r a c t e r s  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t  a c c o r d in g  t o  t h e i r  r e s p o n s e  t o  
S ta n h o p e 's  p l a y ,  W a tk in s ' rom ance i s  d e n ie d  a d m is s io n  t o  t h e  
s u r r o u n d in g  w o r ld  o f  t h e  f ra m e  f i c t i o n .  A n n o u n c in g  t h a t  h e  
i s  S in b a d ,  J a s o n ,  J o n a h ,  O d y s se u s , h e  i s  in fo rm e d  t h a t  h e  i s  
d e lu d e d ,  t h a t  h e  i s  " P r o f e s s o r  C h a r le s  W a tk in s , 15 A c a c ia  
R oad, B r in k ,  N ear C a m b rid g e"  ( p .  1 6 5 ) . R em em bering h i s  
E d e n ic  i n t e r l u d e  i n  Y u g o s la v ia ,  h e  i s  a s s u r e d  t h a t  h e  h a s  
n e v e r  b e e n  i n  Y u g o s la v ia .
W i l l i a m s ' v i s i o n  o f  t h e  web o f  l i f e  i n  D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  
i s  r e a l i z e d  and  a c t i v a t e d  b y  P e t e r  S t a n h o p e 's  p r a c t i c e  o f  
t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  s u b s t i t u t e d  lo v e .  T h e re  i s  a  c o r r e s p o n ­
d e n c e , a s  R. J .  R e i l l y  h a s  r e m a rk e d , b e tw e e n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  
r e a l i t y  an d  i t s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  i n  n a t u r e  (R o m a n tic  R e l ig io n ,  
p .  1 5 4 ) . C o - in h e r e n c e  i s  a s s e r t e d  b y  C h a r le s  W a tk in s  no 
l e s s  v e h e m e n tly  th a n  b y  C h a r le s  W il l ia m s ,  b u t  i t  i s  n o t  
v e r i f i e d  i n  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e .  W ords e x p r e s s  m ean in g  f o r  W il­
l i a m s ,  d i f f u s e  a n d  f ra g m e n t  i t  f o r  W a tk in s . As C h a r le s  H u t-  
t a r  r e m in d s  u s  i n  h i s  e s s a y  on W il l ia m s ,  t h e  o p p o s i t e  o f  c o ­
in h e r e n c e  i s  i n c o h e r e n c e .16 W a tk in s ' U n i ty  i s  a  m ass o f  
" f r a g m e n ts "  i n  t h e  w o r ld  o u t s i d e  h i s  f a n t a s y  ( p .  1 2 8 ) . H is  
w ords a r e  i n t e r p r e t e d  b y  t h a t  w o r ld  a s  i n c o h e r e n t  g i b b e r i s h .
D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  i s  c e n t r a l l y  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  R o m an tic  
e p is te m o lo g y .  In  a  r e c e n t  r e v a l u a t i o n  o f  R o m a n tic is m ,17 a l l  
c o n t r i b u t o r s  t o  t h e  sym posium  a g r e e d  t h a t  " t h e  r e c o n c i l i n g ,  
s y n t h e t i c  im a g in a t io n  [ i s ]  t h e  common d e n o m in a to r  o f  Roman­
t i c i s m . " 18 F o r  a  R o m a n tic , t h e  e x t e r i o r  w o r ld  i s  an  " o b j e c ­
t i v e  s t r u c t u r e " 19 o f  r e a l i t y ,  an d  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  a c t  i s  an  
im a g in a t iv e  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s  b e tw e e n  t h i n g s  an d  
t h e i r  i d e a s .  W i l l i a m s ' th e o lo g y  i s  r o m a n t ic ,  a s  h i s  c r i t i c s  
p o i n t  o u t ,  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  " t h e  im age was c e n t r a l  f o r  him  
. . . .  The c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  im age and  w h a t i s  im aged  i s  no 
a r b i t r a r y  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b u t  a  n e c e s s a r y  o n e  b a s e d  on t h e  
u n d e r ly in g  p r i n c i p l e  o f  t h e  c r e a t e d  u n i v e r s e "  ( H u t t a r ,  p .  
5 5 ) .  P a u l i n e 's  q u e s t  e n d s  " w i th  t h a t  u n n e c e s s a r y  s y l lo g i s m  
d e l i c a t e l y  e x h i b i t i n g  i t s e l f  a s  a  k n o w le d g e  o f  t r u t h . . . t h a t
16 H u t t a r ,  o p . c l t . ,  55 .
17 R o m a n tic ism  R e c o n s id e r e d : S e l e c t e d  P a p e rs  fro m  th e  Eng­
l i s h  I n s t i t u t e ,  e d . N o r th ro p  F ry e  (New Y o rk : C o lu m b ia  U n i­
v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1963) .
18 R ene W e lle k , "R o m a n tic ism  R e -e x a m in e d ,"  i n  R o m a n tic ism  
R e c o n s id e r e d ,  1 1 3 .
19 N o r th ro p  F r y e ,  "T he Dunken B o a t:  The R e v o lu t io n a r y  E le ­
m en t i n  R o m a n tic is m ,"  R o m a n tic ism  R e c o n s id e r e d ,  1 0 .
p a r t i n g  was a  f a c t ;  a l l  f a c t s  a r e  jo y o u s ;  t h e r e f o r e  p a r t i n g  
was j o y o u s "  (D e s c e n t, p .  2 0 5 ) .  T r u ly  an d  e s s e n t i a l l y ,  w h a t­
e v e r  i s  i s  r i g h t .  W hat S ta n h o p e  c a l l s  " h o ly  im a g in a t io n "
(p . 101) i s  s im p ly  s e e in g  t h i n g s  a s  t h e y  a r e ;  an d  a l th o u g h  
p o e t s  may b e  s u p e r f lu o u s  i n  S a le m , t h e  C i t y  o f  F a c t  an d  o f  
o u r  God, t h e y  may f i t l y  w r i t e  so n g s  f o r  t h e  re d e e m e d  to  
s in g  (p .  2 1 2 ) .
C h a r le s  W a tk in s ' v i s i o n  o f  t h e  U n i ty ,  t h e  sh im m e rin g  
w eb, i s  an  e q u a l l y  R o m an tic  s t a te m e n t  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  r e a l ­
i t y .  B ut n o t  o n ly  i n  B r ie f in g  F o r a  D e s c e n t I n to  H e ll  i s  
t h i s  v i s i o n  a  d ream  v i s i o n ,  i n  t h e  d u a l  s e n s e  o f  f a n t a s y  and 
w is h .  Anna W ulf d ream s o f  " a n  enorm ous web o f  b e a u t i f u a l  
f a b r i c "  (T he G o ld en  N o te b o o k , p .  2 5 6 ) ,  w h ich  i s  t h e  
g lo b e  on w h ich  we l i v e .  "T he c o lo u r s  a r e  m e l t i n g  an d  f lo w ­
in g  i n t o  e a c h  o t h e r ,  i n d e s c r i b a b l y  b e a u t i f u l  so  t h a t  t h e  
w o r ld  b ecom es w h o le , a l l  o n e  b e a u t i f u l  g l i t t e r i n g  c o l o u r . "  
M a rth a  Q u e s t  c o n t i n u a l l y  r e t u r n s ,  th r o u g h  h e r  f iv e -v o lu m e  
l i f e ,  t o  t h e  k n o w led g e  t h a t  " p e o p le  i n  a n y  s o r t  o f  commun­
i o n ,  l i n k ,  c o n n e c t io n ,  m ake up a  w h o le "  {T he F o u r-G a te d  
C ity ,  p .  2 1 1 ) .  B u t M a r th a 's  v i s i o n  i s  c o n t r a d i c t e d  b y  " t h e  
r e a l  t r u t h "  t h a t  " e v e r y th in g  d e c l i n e d  an d  f r a y e d  an d  cam e t o  
p i e c e s  i n  o n e 's  h a n d s . . . a  m ass o f  f r a g m e n ts "  {T he F o u r-G a te d  
C ity ,  p .  3 3 7 ) .  And A n n a 's  v i s i o n  "w as s lo w ly  d i s s o l v i n g ,  
d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  an d  f l y i n g  o f f  i n t o  f r a g m e n ts ,  a l l  th r o u g h  
s p a c e ,  so  t h a t  a l l  a ro u n d  me w e re  w e i g h t l e s s  f r a g m e n ts  
d r i f t i n g  a b o u t ,  b o u n c in g  i n t o  e a c h  o t h e r  an d  d r i f t i n g  aw ay . 
The w o r ld  h ad  g o n e , a n d  t h e r e  was c h a o s "  {T he G o ld en  N o te ­
b o o k , p .  2 5 6 ) .
L e s s i n g 's  n o v e ls  m ake t h e  R o m an tic  g e s t u r e  u n s u p p o r te d  
b y  t h e  R o m an tic  f a i t h  i n  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s .  L ik e  t h e  V i c t o r i ­
a n s  o f  whom J .  H i l l i s  M i l l e r  h a s  w r i t t e n  i n  T he D isa p p e a r­
a n c e  o f  G od, L e s s in g  p e r c e i v e s  a  w o r ld  i n  w h ich  "w h a t o n ce  
was a  u n i t y ,  g a t h e r i n g  a l l  t o g e t h e r ,  h a s  e x p lo d e d  i n t o  f r a g ­
m e n ts .  T he i s o l a t e d  ego  f a c e s  t h e  o t h e r  d im e n s io n s  o f  e x i s ­
t e n c e  a c r o s s  an  em pty  s p a c e .  S u b j e c t ,  o b j e c t s ,  w o rd s , o t h e r  
m in d s , t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l — e a c h  o f  t h e s e  r e a lm s  i s  d iv o r c e d  
fro m  t h e  o t h e r s ,  an d  man f i n d s  h i m s e l f  o n e  o f  t h e  'p o o r  
f r a g m e n ts  o f  a  b ro k e n  w o r l d . " '20
I b e l i e v e  D o r is  L e s s i n g 's  nam ing  o f  h e r  boo k  an d  i t s  
p r o t a g o n i s t  was b o th  i n t e n t i o n a l  an d  i r o n i c ,  t h a t  i t  acknow ­
le d g e s  h e r  d i r e c t  i n d e b te d n e s s  t o  t h e  fo rm  o f  W i l l i a m s ' f i c ­
t i o n  and  h e r  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  b u t  f u t i l e  g e s t u r e  to w a rd  t h e  
R o m an tic  am algam  o f  a p p e a r a n c e  an d  r e a l i t y .  F o r  N o r th ro p  
F ry e ,  t h e  rom an ce  i s  " n a t u r a l l y  a  m o re  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  fo rm  
th a n  t h e  n o v e l"  w h ich  d e p e n d s  on " t h e  fram ew o rk  o f  a  s t a b l e  
s o c i e t y "  (A na tom y o f  C r i t ic i s m ,  p .  3 0 5 ) .  R e je c t in g  i t s  
a p p a r e n t  s t a b i l i t y ,  W il l ia m s  p r o p o s e s  i n  h i s  ro m an ce  t o  
r e v o l u t i o n i z e  s e c u l a r  s o c i e t y  w i th  t h e  c e r t a i n t i e s  o f  C h r i s ­
t i a n  dogm a; d e p r iv e d  b o th  o f  t h o s e  c e r t a i n t i e s  an d  o f  ev en  
t h e  a p p a r e n t ,  i f  s p e c i o u s ,  s t a b i l i t y  o f  s o c i e t y ,  L e s s in g  
p u s h e s  h e r  ro m an ce  b ey o n d  r e v o l u t i o n  t o  a n a r c h y .  She i s  
F r y e 's  u l t i m a t e  ro m a n c e r , who " d e a l s  w i th  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,
w i th  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  v a c u o ____S o m e th in g  n i h i l i s t i c  a n d
u n ta m e a b le  i s  l i k e l y  t o  k e e p  b r e a k in g  o u t  o f  [ h e r ]  p a g e s "  
(A na tom y o f  C r i t ic i s m ,  p .  3 0 5 ) .  F o r  n i h i l i s m ,  a s  H i l l i s  
M i l l e r  t r e n c h a n t l y  o b s e r v e s ,  " i s  o n e  o f  t h e  p o s s i b l e  c o n s e ­
q u e n c e s  o f  r o m a n t ic is m "  (P o e ts  o f  R e a l i t y , p .  1 ) .
20 J .  H i l l i s  M i l l e r ,  P o e ts  o f  R e a l i t y  (New Y o rk : A theneum , 
1969) , p .  2
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